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An Interview with Esther Freeborn1 
A public school teacher in rUTal Kansas 
in the late 1920's. 
Interview and Transcript 
by 
William J. Freeborn 
Graduate Student 
Fort Hays State University 
suanitted to1 
Dr. Allan Miller 
ProfessO'I.' of Education 
Fort Hays State University 
July 27, 1983 
E.F = Esther Freeborn, interviewee 
J,F ~ Jeff Freeborn, interviewer 
J,F - This is an informal interview with Esther Freeborn concerning her 
days teaching school in rural one-room schoolhouses, Esther Freeborn 
also happens to be my grandmother so that's how I will refer to her 
in this interview, 
••••••••••••••••••••••• 
J,F - Grandma, I guess the best place to start is just to find out a little 
bit of personal information. When and where were you born? 
E,F I was born in Wilson, Kansas, in Ellsworth County in 1910, 
J,F - As I understand it you did a lot of traveling around when you were 
young and didn't actually go to school in any of the one-room 
schoolhouses. Where was it though that you completed your schooling? 
E,F - I graduated from high school in Portis, Kansas in 1928, 
J,F - Since I know that you taught in a rural schoolhouse, did you have 
any teacher training in high school or outside of high school? 
E,F - Yes, I had what they called a Normal Training course in high school, 
which prepared me for a teacher certificate. And then I attended 
Teachers' Institute for at least four, maybe six weeks in Norton, 
Kansas, was all the preparation that I had, 
J,F - What did these two types of preparations consist of? 
E,F - As I remember it, in high school the Normal Training course consisted 
of methods of teaching, classroom training, And then when I went 
to Norton to the institute, it was a refresher course of the subjects 
that we would teach in all eight grades. 
J,F - What was the first school that you taught at, and how did you get 
the position? 
E,F - My first teaching job was in Garfield township of Smith County, 
the school was named Garfield, The school board wanted to hire me 
for fifty-five dollars, with the exception of one member of the 
board, He thought fifty dollars was a big plenty! So I actually 
taught the first year with only two members signing my contract 
and I recieved fifty-five dollars a month, 
J.F - Grandma, where did you live when you taught at this school? 
E.F - I had room and board with a family who lived on a farm, they did 
not have children in school, it was just a man and his wife, 
They charged me twenty dollars a month, and I walked two and 
one-half miles one way to school each day, 
J,F - And this was every day, winter and spring, and,,,,? 
E,F - Yesl 
(2) 
E.F - And when 1 would get to the schoolhouse, I had to build my own 
fire, carry in my own fuel, fill the water fountain, and do all 
those things before school was called at nine o'clock. 
J.F - So what time then did you actually arrive at school? 
E,F - 1 had to be there in time to build my own fire, to carry in the fuel, 
fill the water fountain, and make all the preparation for school 
to start at nine. 
J,F - What was the length,, •• the length of the entire school -ay7 
E.F - We held school from nine o'clock til four in the afternoon, and 
it was at that time an eight month school, 
J,F - In those eight months, what time of the year did the class run 
through, •••• through what months of the year? 
E,F - School started the first of September, and ended the first of April, 
•••• would it be? 
J,F - Since it was obvious you had several grades within the school, 
what grades did you have to teach, and about how many students 
were in each grade? 
E,F - As 1 remember I had nine students at Garfield School, and it 
included all eight grades, I had two eighth graders, and that 
gave me one beginner, •••• is that right? 
J,F - Now I'd like to find out a little bit about the structure and the 
way the Garfield School was set up, 
E,F - The building itself was about twenty by fourteen, it was wood 
frame, clapboard siding, faced the west, ~he entrance, or one 
door on the west, There were six windows, three on each side, 
J,F - What was the source of water for the school, and also the fuel 
supply? I guess you probably had a wood, •••• wood stove? 
E,F - We had what we called a pot-bellied stove in the center of the 
schoolroom that would burn coal and wood, And the woodshed was 
outside nearby which we kept our coal and wood in, And the water 
supply was a cistern that was to the north of the building, and 
it did not have a regular pump on the cistern. We drew our water 
in a bucket on a pulley, And we had an earthen water fountain in-
side, and each student had his own d~illking cup, 
J,F - While we're kind of on the subject, who was it that took care of 
supplying the fuel for your wood and coal burning stove? 
E.F - The members of the school board. There were two who had youngsters 
in school, and they saw to hauling the fuel, coal or wood whichever. 
J,F - Now I'd like to find out a little bit about the inside of the 
classroom, arrangement of the desks, and what other equipment 
you might have had, 
(3) 
E.F - As you entered the front door on the west, just inside was the 
water fountain, the water basin, and the drinking cups. To the 
north of the door or entrance was the blackboards, which consisted 
of about three or four sections. In the northwest corner was the 
teachers• desk. In front of the teachers' desk was the recitation 
bench. On both sides of the school were desks, six on each side, 
with the stove in the center. On the back wall, which would be 
the east wall, were nails for coats, sweaters, and a place for 
dinner buckets. 
J.F - Well, I guess that gives us a pretty good physical description of 
the Garfield School, both inside and out, and I know you also 
taught at a second school, What was the name of that school and 
where was it located? 
E,F - The second school was one mile north of Harlan, Kansas, called 
the Belle Plaine School. 
J.F - Could you tell me a little bit about the physical appearance of 
the Belle Plaine School in comparison to the Garfield School 
where you first taught? 
E.F - The Belle Plaine School building was a real nice building, probably 
twice the floor space, Had windows all around the east and south 
sides of the building, It was allllost a new building, as I recall. 
It had separate cloakrooms. It looked more like a school building, 
It was on a good cement foundation, and had a little cement porch 
out in front which had a cistern on it, It had a vestibule that 
we came into which put you out of the cold when you first came in, 
The windows were up high which gave us better access to ventilation, 
It had a nice oiled floor, 
J,F - Now that we l<now a little bit about the general structure of the 
building, what was the facilities or equipment on the inside of the 
Belle Plaine School like, were they comparable to or quite a bit 
better than the Garfield School? 
E,F - The Belle Plaine School was real nice compared to Garfield, and 
compared to a lot of country schools at that time, We had nicer 
desks, we had••••• it was easy to keep clean, We had the green 
blackboards instead of the black we had at Garfield, We had a 
piano, We had a curtain that we could string across the front of 
the schoolroom where we had skits or plays, Just over all it was 
a more modern school building thaJI Garfield, 
J,F - It's obvious from what you're saying that the Belle Plaine School 
was a considerably better school than Garfield, but given the tilnes 
I would imagine that the heating system was pretty silnilar wasn't 
it? 
E,F - Yes, we still had the big stove in the center of the room that used 
coal or wood. You still had the chore of building your own fire 
and carrying in your own fuel. We had a cistern, but at this 
school we had the regular cistern pwnp, we did not draw the water 
with a bucket as was custom at the other school, 
(4) 
J.F - Do you recall how you came to leave the Garfield School and go to 
teach at the Belle Plaine School? 
E.F - I believe, but I'm not certain, that that was the last year they 
had school at Garfield. If not I was just seeking something better, 
a better school in which to teach. 
J.F - How long was it you taught at both the Garfield and then the Belle 
Plaine schools? 
E.F ·- I taught one year at each school. 
J.F - Could you tell me a little bit about the pay scale and also where 
you lived while you taught here? 
E.F - At Belle Plaine School I had room and board with an elderly couple, 
hardly a quarter of a mile away, and my wages that year were sixty-
five dollars a month. I paid twenty dollars a month for room and 
board. And had I gone back the next year they offered me seventy 
dollars a month. 
J.F - Since they offered you more to come back the second year, why was 
it you decided to leavet 
E.F - The yound man 1 was dating at that time thought I should be paid 
more, and promised me that he would make me a better living which 
he didl 
J.F - Now that we've got a little bit of background about the structure 
and conditions of both of these schools that you taught at, I'd 
like to find out some information about the teaching methods used, 
how discipline was handled, and just how the overall classroom 
procedure went, I guess. 
E.F - As I said before, it took a lot of planning to work in all eight 
grades, and all the subjects in one day. We tried to allot so 
many minutes to each class, or to each subject. And that all had 
to be taken into consideration with the time you had and the subject 
you were teaching, and the type of student you had. Whether they 
were slow learners or apt to learn. And that was all thought out 
before you planned your daily program, And then of course :,ou had 
to accomplish so much to keep up with your textbook and to cover 
your years' work in eight months. 
J.F - I think what would be kind of interesting to do now is just kind 
of run through a typical day in either one, or both of the schools. 
Just kind of from start to finish and see how that went, 
E.F - As I recall, if the weather was nice the students always lined up 
outdoors and we maTched in after the school bell was rung, which 
was a hand bell, They would march into the school room. We 
always had a salute to the flag. And as a rule we would sing two 
or three songs before we started out classes. 
I always liked to work with the beginners up through the fifth and 
sixth, fiTst. And that gave the upper grades a chance to study, 
because the younger students were more apt to give their attention 
while they were not tired. 
(S) 
E.F - Each student or each class was called up to the recitation bench. 
We didn't always recite, sometillles we would just discuss our lesson 
without any real questions and answers. Sometimes we wuuld just 
informally go over what we had been having, but we would always 
have a new assignment made for the next day. At ten o'clock we 
had a recess of at least fifteen minutes, and of course 1 had to 
supervise the playground, At Garfield it was just mostly the 
playing of games because we had very little playground equipment, 
at Belle Plaine we were set up better for recreation. 
Of course we dismissed at noon for lunch. If the weather was nice 
they had their choice, they could go outdoors and eat their lunch, 
But if it was stormy they were required to stay in their seats, and 
sit down and eat their meal. And that was a good time to teach 
manners, eating habits, which some of them didn't get at home! 
Then of course classed would resume again at one o'clock, and they 
were called in the same way, and all line up and come into the 
class, or into the schoolhouse. And classes would resume until 
four o'clock in the afternoon. Friday was a day we would try to 
have something special the last period, which would be maybe a 
music class, spelling bee, or a ciphering match, where we would 
choose up sides and we would use alt, •••• all ages, but we'd keep 
our questions and our words and so forth so that each one had a 
fair chance, ••• you. know at the answers. So the youngsters always 
looked forward to Friday afternoon. 
J,F - What I'd like to find out now is a little bit about the different 
subjects that were taught in the grades, and I imagine that there 
were probably differences as you went up through the grades, were 
there not? 
E,F - Yes, as I recall the first and second grades, we used mostly flash 
cards, which taught what we called numbers and words, and also they 
were taught how to write, As a rule most of them knew the alphabet 
and knew their numbers up to ten when they first entered school. 
And then we approached more subjects and more difficulty as I recall 
in the third and fourth grades, which would always include your 
math, your reading, spelling, grammar, and penmi:nship. 
Then from fifth and sixth you got into your geography, your health. 
Seventh and eighth grade then would include government, and science. 
J.F - Today there is a lot of emphasis placed on using different kinds 
of methodologies within classrooms. As a teacher myself 1 know 
I've encountered that, I also realize that in some of the earliest· 
of these rural schools, a lot of the teaching was limited to just 
recitation which was really inadequate, What kind of methods did 
you use within your classroom and within your grades? 
E,F - It was pretty illlportant to try to keep your classes interesting, 
so you used a variety of ways of holding the class period, Some-
tillles we would read the lesson in class and answer questions on it, 
sometimes we would have an informal discussion of the material that 
they had prepared, Once in a while you'd have a quick quiz or test 
assuming that everyone had covered the material. Or there would 
be times you would hand out questions or things that you wanted -
(6) 
stressed the night before on a paper and then the student would be 
required to hand that in the next day and there would be no time 
as recitation as such. You just had to feel out your student and 
know who was needing extra help and who wasn't, and that's the way 
you more or less decided on the method, and you also had to take 
into consideration the time that you had. Some days you could 
spend more time with one class, the next day you'd have to cut it 
short and give another class utra time. 
J.F - Now that we actually know quite a bit about the methodology, what 
kind of textbooks were available and did the students use, and 
were they standardized as such? 
E.F - Yes, I would have to assume that they were standardized because 
the list of books to be used was given to us by the county 
superintendent and if a child went to purchase his books he was 
given what we required of a third grader, and a fourth grader, and 
so on. I can't remember whether there was a certain store that 
sold books, or just where they were Pl)rchased, but we were given 
the books that the county, probably working through the state, 
had agreed upon. 
J,F - Something that's of great importance and discussed quite a bit 
today is how discipline is handled in the classroom, How did you 
handle it and were there any particular difficulties considering 
probably some of the eighth grade boys were fairly good sized and 
a little bit rowdy perhaps? 
E,F - I can truthfully say I had very few discipline problems, for some 
reason or other in those days your students liked you. I don't 
believe they had as much criticism at home about the teachers and 
so on and so forth, 
I always asked my students to call me Miss Esther, and it seemed 
as though they would take a liking to you and would do almost 
anything that you asked them to, If I did have a problem and 
needed to discipline, I didn't use a form of punishment as such, 
I would either give them a chore to do; such as carry in, fill 
the coal buckets, carry in the fuel, bring in the fresh water, 
clean the erasers and the blackboard, or I would take away a 
privilege; such as taking part in the ciphering match, spelling 
bee, or in our singing, Something that I knew they liked to do, 
I would take away perhaps a recess, but nothing very strenuous, 
J,F - So you really didn't do much in the way of what, I guess you'd 
call corporal punishment? 
E,F - I did learn one thing, that is that seventh and eighth grade girls 
can,be quite moody, and a little difficult sometimes to just know 
how to get along real well, The boys of course tried to be ornery, 
but never anything that called for real punishment, They would 
pass notes, whisper, throw spit wads, but never did I have a real 
problem, I had one boy in the seventh grade who lived with his 
grandparents, His grandmother was on the school board, and was 
also the place where I roomed, So I had some pressure or tension 
there, because he would tell things to his grandmother, that had 
happened or hadn't happened, And it was always a little stress-
full for me to know just exactly where I stood with him, because-
(7) 
he learned to tattle and was what you might call a trouble-maker. 
J.F - 1 guess kind of in closing, l's just like to ask what kind of 
activities went on in these rural schools outside of the classroom, 
what kind of things did the school put on, or what was the school 
used for other than the teaching of students? 
E,F - I might add that since both districts were small, nine students in 
each school, which didn't make very many available for activities. 
At ~arfield we had a box supper and always had, and did have a 
Christmas program that the parents entered in, At Belle Plaine 
we had a pie supper, and we also put on a three act play which 
included some of the parents as well as students, But it seemed 
like so few in the district, along with bad weather, and very 
little finances, they didn't require many activities • 
•••••••••••••••••••••• 
CONCLUSION 
It seems like we just scratched the surface in this interview 
but I feel.that it provides a great deal of information about 
teaching in these rural one-Toom schoolhouses, I suppose we could 
have taken off in any one of a dozen different directions and 
gathered more details, but that would have entailed much more time 
than we had available, 
Included with this interview is a floor plan of the Garfield 
School that my grandmother drew from memory, as well as an early 
photograph (approximately 1930) of this same school. The Garfield 
School was torn down many years ago, but as best my grandmother can 
recall the Belle Plaine School is still standing. I hope to verify 
this at a later date and to include any new information as an 
appendix to this interview, 
As an attded afterthought I would like to say that the young 
man who promised to support this school teacher was my grandfather, 
Floyd F. Freeborn, who farmed outside of Portis, Kansas. He died 
a year ago, blithe did indeed keep his promise to provide well for 
her. My family still owns and farms much of the land that he, and 
his father before him farmed. 
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